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Abstract
	 This	 study	aims	 to	 explore	 the	 factors	 affecting	 the	decision	 to	drop	 out	 from	higher	
education	 in	 Japan.	While	 the	number	 of	 students	who	drop	out	 from	higher	 education	 in	
contemporary	Japan	does	not	go	unnoticed,	very	few	studies	have	examined	this	issue.	Moreover,	
there	has	been	no	established	theory	behind	Japan’s	dropout	rate	 in	the	sociology	of	education	
field.	Almost	all	prior	studies	have	used	data	 from	students	belonging	to	 just	one	school,	and	
those	studies	do	not	 focus	on	the	 interaction	between	 individuals	and	their	environment.	This	
study	used	national	 survey	datasets	 for	 the	empirical	data	analysis	of	2,356	respondents	who	
graduated	or	dropped	out	from	higher	education	in	Japan.	The	causal	factors	were	expected	to	
be	generalizable,	and	these	factors	were	examined	as	they	changed	by	birth	cohorts.	In	addition,	
a	focus	was	placed	on	the	interaction	between	school	type	and	individual	factors.	The	results	of	
logistic	regression	analyses	showed	four	 factors	have	a	significant	 impact	on	dropouts:	gender,	
mother’s	years	of	schooling,	mother’s	employment	status,	and	respondent’s	educational	aspirations	
at	the	age	of	15	years.	While	the	role	that	gender	played	on	dropping	out	did	not	affect	 in	the	
youngest	birth	cohort,	 the	 importance	of	 respondents’	mothers	as	determinants	 for	both	 the	
young	and	older	cohorts	was	confirmed.	Furthermore,	 the	causal	mechanism	that	determined	
dropout	varied	between	 the	 types	of	higher	education.	As	 for	 those	who	studied	 in	private	
universities,	the	causal	mechanism	of	determinants	on	dropping	out	was	identical	to	that	of	the	
whole	sample.	These	results	reveal	that	it	 is	 important	to	encourage	students	to	aspire	toward	
higher	education	up	until	they	are	15	years	of	age,	and	for	families,	especially	mothers,	to	support	
school	 life.	 In	addition,	aspiration	 for	higher	education	depends	on	the	social	stratification	with	
which	 students	 grew	up.	 In	 order	 to	 compensate	 for	 these	 disadvantages	 in	 the	 school	
environment,	concrete	action,	such	as	university-level	education	programs	for	 freshman,	should	
be	considered.
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INTRODUCTION
	 This	study	examines	the	factors	that	contribute	to	the	Japanese	higher	education	dropout	rate.
	 Today,	higher	education	 in	Japan	has	become	generalized	with	more	than	50%	of	students	
engaging	in	higher	education.	Figures	1	and	2	display	the	changes	that	have	occurred	between	
1950	and	2010;	Figure	1	shows	the	number	of	undergraduate	students	 in	universities,	whereas	
Figure	 2	 shows	 the	 number	 of	 universities	 and	 other	 institutions.	From	 these	 figures,	 a	
considerable	 increase	 in	 the	number	of	private	 schools	 is	 seen.	Additionally,	 the	number	of	
national	 and	public	universities	or	 colleges,	 is	 increasing	 steadily	as	well	 as	 the	number	of	
students	who	attend	them.	Junior	colleges,	 technical	colleges,	and	professional	 training	colleges	
are	excluded	from	these	figures;	thus,	more	students	are	working	toward	higher	education	than	
these	statistics	show.
Figure 2. Trends in the number of universities
Figure 1. Trends in the number of undergraduate students in Japan
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	 Given	these	increases,	it	is	important	to	look	at	the	number	of	students	who	drop	out.	Figure	
3	provides	 a	 comparison	of	 the	dropout	 rate	 in	 Japan	 to	 the	dropout	 rate	 in	 the	 countries	
represented	by	the	Organization	 for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Development	 (OECD).	By	 far,	
Japan	has	the	lowest	rate,	at	almost	half	that	of	Denmark,	which	has	the	second	lowest	rate.	This	
figure	may	give	off	the	impression	that	the	dropout	rate	in	Japan	is	not	a	serious	problem.
	 However,	 according	 to	Yomiuri	Online	 (2012),	 almost	 43,000	 students	dropped	out	 from	
universities	 in	2011	number	that	high	should	not	be	 ignored.	Moreover,	 this	excludes	students	
who	dropped	out	from	junior	colleges,	technical	colleges,	and	professional	training	colleges;	hence,	
the	actual	number	is	greater.	Despite	this,	higher	education	dropouts	are	not	a	primary	concern	
in	Japan.	While	the	number	of	dropouts	from	high	school	is	indicated	clearly	in	“Investigations	of	
Various	Problems	on	Student	Counseling;”	one	has	to	estimate	the	number	of	students	who	have	
dropped	out	from	higher	education	from	the	data	of	the	schools’	basic	surveys.	In	addition,	very	
few	studies	have	examined	this	 issue	 in	the	sociology	of	education	field.	Little	 is	known	about	
dropping	out	of	higher	education	and	those	who	do	leave	are	treated	as	a	minority.
	 In	fact,	there	are	people	who	do	not	complete	higher	education.	Some	find	it	difficult	to	live	
because	of	having	chosen	to	drop	out.	In	other	words,	there	is	a	possibility	that	the	gap	in	the	
model	of	occupational	attainment	is	estimated	to	be	smaller	than	the	actual	gap.	Thus,	there	is	a	
need	to	reveal	the	determinants	of	dropouts	by	examining	the	possibility	of	dropping	out.
	 Because	of	the	lack	of	previous	research,	there	is	no	established	theory	on	the	determinants	
of	dropping	out	 from	higher	education,	and	almost	all	of	 the	previous	research	used	data	 from	
students	belonging	to	just	one	school,	and	focused	either	on	the	environment	or	the	individuals.	
Figure 3. International comparison of dropout rate
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Furthermore,	 the	 factors	 that	have	had	a	 substantial	effect	have	not	been	validated—either	
innate	factors,	such	as	gender	or	origin	of	social	stratification,	or	achieved	factors,	such	as	grade	
or	aspiration.	In	short,	the	most	significant	determinant	of	dropouts	has	not	been	verified.
	 Therefore,	 in	 this	 study,	 the	general	 factors	 that	 influence	 the	decision	 to	drop	out	are	
examined	by	focusing	on	ascribed,	achieved,	and	environmental	factors	and	by	using	data	from	a	
national	survey,	not	from	just	one	school.
LITERATURE REVIEW
	 As	previously	mentioned,	little	research	has	addressed	the	risk	of	students’	dropping	out	of	
higher	 education	 in	 Japan.	 In	 this	 section,	 previous	 research	 on	 student	 dropout	 and	 the	
determinants	that	have	caused	students	to	decide	not	to	complete	their	education	was	reviewed.
Class Origin
	 In	 Japan,	 there	 is	 a	 framework	of	 literature	 in	 Japan	 that	 reveals	 that	 the	association	
between	class	origin	and	children’s	educational	attainment	is	consistently	repeated	(Ojima	2002;	
Furuta	2011;	Kondo	and	Furuta	2011).	 In	social	stratification	and	social	mobility	research,	 it	 is	
well-known	that	class	origin	has	a	great	effect	on	the	occupational	attainment	process,	including	
educational	attainment.	Therefore,	class	origin	can	be	an	important	factor	that	causes	students	to	
decide	whether	to	leave	school.
	 Previous	studies	on	the	relationships	between	class	origin	and	school	dropout	use	various	
types	of	variables	 for	 class	origin.	 In	Sewell	 and	Shah	 (1967),	 for	example,	 class	origin	was	
measured	by	a	factor-weighted	index	consisting	of	(a)	father’s	occupational	prestige,	(b)	levels	of	
parental	education,	 (c)	economic	and	financial	ability	of	parents	to	pay	children’s	 tuition	 (school	
expenses),	 (d)	 the	ratio	of	 tuition	 to	domestic	 finance	 (household	accounts),	 (e)	 the	number	of	
cultural	assets,	and	(f)	household	income.	They	pointed	out	that	using	these	aspects	to	measure	
class	origin	 led	to	a	positive	effect	on	school	completion	rate,	which	 implies	that	the	 lower	the	
socioeconomic	background,	 the	more	difficult	 it	 is	 for	children	to	graduate	 from	school.	Other	
findings	indicated	that	parents’	income	had	the	same	effect	on	children’s	school	completion	(Chen	
and	DesJardins	2006),	and	a	particular	scholarship	system	decreased	the	risk	of	dropping	out	
(Stratton	et	al.	 2008).	 In	addition,	Kaji	 (2010)	 suggested	 it	was	probable	 that	appropriate	and	
efficient	scholarship	operations	could	completely	reduce	the	differences	in	the	risk	of	dropping	out	
due	 to	class	origin.	 In	contrast	 to	 these	 findings,	however,	Bean	 (1980)	 found	no	relationship	
between	class	origin	and	the	school	dropout	rate.	Thus,	it	has	been	widely	discussed	whether	the	
relationship	between	class	origin	and	dropout	behavior	exists,	and	how	social	class	or	the	social	
stratification	system	affects	the	risk	of	dropping	out.
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Level of Educational Aspiration
	 Independent	of	 class	origin	and	 student’s	 academic	performance,	 the	 level	 of	 children’s	
educational	aspirations	could	be	an	important	factor	that	affects	the	risk	of	dropping	out.	A	large	
body	of	 research	 in	Western	countries	measured	 levels	of	educational	 aspirations	by	asking	
respondents	whether	they	regarded	university	graduation	as	important,	which,	in	turn,	decreased	
the	probability	of	dropping	out	of	school	 (Pascarella	and	Chapman	1983;	Chen	and	DesJardins	
2006).	However,	there	has	been	little	previous	research	completed	in	Japan	examining	the	effect	
of	educational	aspirations	on	dropout	risk.	Koga	(1999)	found	virtually	no	difference	in	educational	
aspirations	between	those	who	dropped	out	of	high	school	and	those	who	did	not.
Social Background and Educational System in Japan
	 Some	 researchers	 considered	 individual	 or	micro-level	 factors,	 such	 as	 socioeconomic	
background,	academic	performance,	and	level	of	educational	aspirations.	Other	studies	highlighted	
the	educational	system	or	social	background	as	 important	macro-level	determinants	of	dropout	
behavior.
	 An	 important	 macro-level	 factor	 is	 the	 change	 in	 social	 conditions,	 including	 the	
transformation	of	the	 labor	market.	According	to	Katayama	(2008),	 the	following	ratios	 interact	
with	the	changes	 in	dropout	rates	 in	high	school:	 the	percentage	of	students	who	 found	work	
after	graduating	 from	high	 school	 and	 the	proportion	of	 job	offers	 intended	 for	high-school	
students	to	applicants	who	will	enter	the	labor	market	shortly	after	graduation.	In	Japan,	due	to	
the	economic	depression,	 there	 is	a	tight	high	school	 labor	market.	Higher	education	 increases	
the	percentage	of	students	who	quit	high	school,	which	causes	more	young	people	to	engage	in	
non-regular	employment	 (termed	Hiseiki-Koyo)	and	 lack	consciousness	about	the	 importance	of	
working	 (Katayama	2008).	Although	these	results	can	be	attributed	to	the	choices	of	 individual	
behavior	and	responsibility,	this	research	suggests	there	is	a	need	for	studying	the	perspectives	
of	 social	 and	environmental	 factors	 surrounding	high	school	 students,	 as	previous	 studies	on	
school	dropout	focused	mainly	on	individual	attribution	as	determinants.	In	addition,	whether	the	
effects	of	the	labor	market	and	social	background	can	vary	over	time	is	an	important	topic	for	
discussion.
	 The	second	factor,	the	Japanese	education	system	and	educational	facilities,	is	related	to	the	
risk	of	school	dropout	respectively.	The	total	number	of	students	per	faculty,	the	ratio	of	students	
to	 teachers,	 the	ratio	of	part-time	 teachers	 to	 full-time	 teachers,	 and	 the	average	number	of	
students	per	lecture	increase	the	risk	of	students	dropping	out	of	university	(Maruyama	1984).
	 Furthermore,	students’	recognition	or	positive	evaluation	of	their	university	has	affected	the	
extent	to	which	they	make	affirmative	commitments	to	that	university	(Bean	1980).
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HYPOTHESES
	 In	our	research,	we	assumed	there	were	three	kinds	of	 factors	 that	 increased	the	risk	of	
individuals	dropping	out	of	junior	colleges	or	four-year	universities―(1)	ascribed,	(2)	achieved,	and	
(3)	external.
Ascribed Factor
	 The	ascribed	factor	includes	respondents’	gender	and	class	origin	and	the	employment	status	
of	 their	mothers.	Class	origin	 is	measured	by	fathers’	occupations,	 levels	of	parental	education,	
and	economic	condition	at	the	age	of	15	years	(details	are	described	below).	We	hypothesize	from	
previous	research	that	class	origin	determines	children’s	access	 to	higher	education	and	their	
awareness	of	the	importance	of	graduating	from	a	prestigious	university.	The	cost	of	advancing	
to	higher	education	 is	very	high,	regardless	of	school	 type―national,	public,	or	private―which	
means	that	socioeconomic	background	can	be	an	index	for	whether	children	are	able	to	proceed	
to	higher	education.	 In	addition,	 the	extent	 to	which	children	emphasize	 the	 importance	of	
attending	and	completing	brand-name	universities	 is	determined	mostly	by	class	origin,	which	
implies	that	the	higher	their	socioeconomic	backgrounds	are,	the	more	likely	they	are	to	consider	
graduation	from	higher	education	as	very	important.	Therefore,	the	effect	of	class	origin	on	the	
decision	of	whether	to	drop	out	of	higher	education	remains	statistically	significant,	controlling	
for	respondents’	gender	and	birth	years.	Furthermore,	the	types	of	employment	status	of	mothers	
(full-time/part-time/unemployed)	determine	the	extent	to	which	mothers	can	interact	with	their	
children.	Mothers	 are	 thought	 to	play	an	educational	 role	 in	 forming	and	monitoring	 their	
children’s	attitudes	to	higher	education.	The	less	time	mothers	are	able	to	spend	communicating	
with	their	children	probably	increases	the	risk	of	children’s	school	dropout,	which	suggests	that	
children	whose	mothers	engage	in	full-time	work	are	more	likely	to	drop	out	of	higher	education	
than	those	whose	mothers	work	as	part-time	workers	or	are	unemployed.
Achieved Factor
	 Two	measures	of	children’s	achieved	factor	come	from	their	academic	performance	and	the	
level	 of	 their	 educational	 aspiration	at	 the	 age	of	 15	years.	At	 this	 age,	 Japanese	 children	
graduate	from	nine	years	of	compulsory	education	and	proceed	to	high	school	and	junior	college	
or	 four-year	university.	These	 factors	can	determine	the	extent	 to	which	children	are	able	 to	
adjust	 themselves	 to	school	environments.	 In	addition,	academic	performance	and	educational	
aspirations	affect	children’s	awareness	of	 the	 importance	of	completing	higher	education	after	
advancing	there	directly.	Therefore,	children	who	attend	higher	education	and	have	lower	levels	
of	educational	aspiration	are	more	likely	to	drop	out	of	higher	education.
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External Factor
	 Three	measures	are	used	as	 indicators	of	 the	external	 factor:	university	type	 (national	or	
public	university/private	university/junior	or	technical	college/vocational	school),	department	or	
faculty	type,	and	birth	cohort.	In	previous	studies,	there	are	statistically	significant	differences	in	
dropout	rates	between	national	or	public	universities	and	private	universities.	In	addition,	there	
are	differences	in	dropout	rates	among	types	of	department	or	faculty―for	example,	the	rate	is	
12%	in	the	faculty	of	business	administration,	9%	in	the	faculty	of	international	studies,	and	3%	in	
the	faculty	of	medicine	(Yomiuri	Online	2012).	Therefore,	we	predict	that	the	kind	of	university	
faculty	or	department	that	children	attend	will	have	an	effect	on	dropout	rates.	The	birth	cohort	
reflects	the	trend	of	proceeding	to	higher	levels	of	education	and	the	change	in	the	total	number	
of	undergraduate	students	and	university	 institutions.	The	dramatic	popularization	of	higher	
education	may	cause	an	absolute	 increase	of	 students	who	experience	school	dropout,	which	
results	in	the	prediction	that	children	who	belong	to	the	recent	birth	cohort	are	at	higher	risk	of	
quitting	university.	However,	children’s	birth	years	can	be	regarded	also	as	an	ascribed	factor.	In	
our	study,	when	we	examine	the	main	effect	of	birth	year	on	dropout	rates,	we	 interpret	 this	
factor	as	ascribed,	whereas	when	checking	the	interaction	effect	between	other	external	factors	
and	the	birth	year,	we	view	it	as	an	external	factor.
DATA AND VARIABLES
Datasets
	 The	data	used	for	this	study	were	from	the	2005	Social	Stratification	and	Social	Mobility	(SSM)	
survey	and	the	youth	and	prime	panel	data	of	the	2008	Japanese	Life	Course	Panel	Survey	(JLPS).
	 The	national	SSM	survey	 is	a	 large-scale	social	 survey	that	has	been	executed	every	10	
years	since	1955.	The	2005	SSM	survey	was	completed	through	face-to-face	interview	and	a	self-
administered	questionnaire	 to	people	aged	20–69.	There	were	5,742	 responses	and	a	44.1	%	
response	rate.
	 The	JLPS	has	been	a	follow-up	study	by	the	Institute	of	Social	Science	at	the	University	of	
Tokyo	since	2007.	The	youth	panel	data	were	collected	from	people	aged	20–34	in	Japan.	There	
were	2,716	responses	and	an	80.7%	response	rate	as	a	proportion	of	the	previous	year’s	response	
rate.	The	prime	panel	data	were	collected	from	people	aged	35–40	 in	Japan.	There	were	1,245	
responses	and	an	87%	response	rate	as	a	proportion	of	the	previous	year’s	response	rate.	In	both	
surveys,	self-administered	questionnaires	were	mailed	and	collected	during	visits.
	 In	this	study,	people	who	graduated	from	or	dropped	out	of	higher	education	are	regarded	
as	participants	but	those	who	presently	attend	or	do	not	attend	higher	education	are	excluded.
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Variables
	 The	dependent	variable	was	a	composite	measure	 that	asked	respondents	whether	 they	
graduated	from	the	school	they	last	attended,	and	used	a	dropout	dummy	variable	(1	for	dropped	
out	 and	 0	 for	 graduated).	For	 respondents	who	 attended	more	 than	 one	higher	 education	
institution,	the	response	was	taken	for	the	initial	school	they	attended.
	 The	independent	variables	are	as	follows:
Birth cohort:	The	dummy	variable	was	comprised	of	people	born	 from	1973–1989	 (reference:	
people	born	in	1935–1972).	This	dummy	includes	young	people	(15–34	years)	in	2007.
Gender:	Male	dummy	variable	(reference:	female).
Parents’ education:	Years	 for	parents’	 educational	attainments	 (dropouts	were	 regarded	as	
graduated).
Father’s occupation:	After	using	the	SSM	8-classification	to	group	fathers’	main	occupations	for	
each	response,	professional	and	management	were	classified	into	“upper	nonmanual”;	clerical	and	
sales	into	“lower	nonmanual”;	and	skilled,	semi-skilled,	non-skilled,	and	agriculture	into	“manual”.	
Then,	two	dummy	variables	were	generated	(reference:	lower	nonmanual).
Mother’s employment status:	Management,	executive	and	 full-time	worker	were	classified	 into	
“full-time	worker”;	part-time	job,	temporary	worker	and	contract	worker	into	“part-time	worker”;	
self-employed,	 family	worker,	and	side	 job	 into	“self-employed,	 family	worker,	side	 job”;	and	did	
not	work	 into	 “no	 jobs	 (including	housewives)”.	Then,	 three	dummy	variables	are	generated	
(reference:	full-time	worker).
Economic condition at the age of 15 years:	 In	both	surveys,	 the	response	categories	ranged	
from	1	(wealthy)	to	5	(poor)	but	in	this	study,	this	was	reversed	and	used	as	a	five	points	scale.
Academic record at the age of 15 years:	In	both	surveys,	the	responses	of	recorded	positions	in	
grade	categories	ranged	from	1	(good)	to	5	(bad)	but	in	this	study,	this	was	reversed	and	used	as	
a	five	points	scale.
Educational aspiration:	Three	dummy	variables	were	generated	based	upon	 the	 following	
question.	 “Which	school	did	you	want	to	go	to	when	you	were	15	years	old?”:	Responses	were	
“high	school”;	 “junior	college,	 technical	college,	vocational	school”;	 “university	or	more”;	and	“no	
hope”	(reference:	university	or	more).
Type of institution:	Three	dummy	variables	were	generated	 for	whether	students	graduated	
from	or	dropped	out	of	school.	The	dummy	variables	were	“private	university”;	 “junior	college,	
technical	college”;	and	“vocational	school”	(reference:	national/public	university).
Department:	Four	dummy	variables	were	generated	 for	 the	department	of	 the	 school	 that	
students	 graduated	 or	 dropped	 out	 of.	They	were	 “social	 science”;	 “science,	 engineering,	
agriculture”;	 “medical”;	 and	 “commercial	 science,	 domestic	 science,	 and	art”	 (reference:	 the	
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humanities).
	 In	addition,	an	SSM	dummy	variable	was	added	to	control	differences	of	the	dataset.
ANALYSIS
	 Table	1	presents	the	descriptive	statistics,	whereas	Table	2	presents	the	result	of	the	logistic	
regression	analyses.	For	all	models,	in	order	to	control	the	differences	between	the	SSM	and	the	
JLPS	data,	SSM	dummy	was	used.	The	youth	cohort	and	male	dummy	were	inserted	into	Model	
1	to	confirm	the	effect	of	the	steadiest	individually	attributed	factors.	The	class	origin	variables	
were	inserted	into	Model	2.	The	class	origin	variables	or	home	support	variables	and	the	factors	
related	 to	mothers	were	 inserted	 into	Model	3.	The	SSM	dummy	and	achieved	 factors	were	
inserted	into	Model	4.	Both	achieved	and	ascribed	factors	were	inserted	into	Model	5.	The	SSM	
dummy	and	the	external	factors	for	higher	education	are	inserted	into	Model	6.	Model	7	is	a	full	
model	that	includes	all	innate,	achieved,	and	external	factors.
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	 The	first	remarkable	point	 is	 that	 the	male	dummy	had	a	significant	effect	on	all	models.	
From	Model	7,	after	controlling	all	other	 factors,	men	were	about	one	and	a	half	 times	more	
likely	to	drop	out	than	women.	At	the	hypothesis	stage,	it	was	expected	that	women	would	be	
less	likely	to	drop	out,	influenced	by	time	background	or	school	type;	however,	this	showed	that	
men	are	more	 likely	to	drop	out	because	they	are	 influenced	by	factors	not	considered	 in	this	
analysis.
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	 The	second	noteworthy	point	is	the	outcome	of	factors	related	to	mothers,	as	the	mother’s	
educational	 years	 and	 the	 housewife	 dummy	yielded	 perceptible	 results.	 For	 a	mother’s	
educational	years,	 the	 sign	of	effect	was	negative.	When	a	mother’s	years	of	 schooling	was	
increased	by	 one	year,	 the	probability	 of	 dropping	 out	 decreased	 1.1	 times.	Based	 on	 the	
measurement	 in	this	analysis,	a	difference	of	one	step	in	educational	background	represented	a	
difference	of	at	 least	2	years.	Therefore,	 if	a	mother’s	educational	backgrounds	varied	by	one	
step,	the	risk	of	dropping	out	differed	by	about	1.2	times.	On	the	other	hand,	with	regard	to	the	
mother’s	employment,	students	with	mothers	who	were	housewives	were	less	likely	to	drop	out	
than	those	whose	mothers	were	employed	full	time.	After	other	factors	were	controlled,	the	risk	
of	dropping	out	differed	twice	as	much	among	students	whose	mothers	had	different	educational	
backgrounds.	In	addition,	it	is	notable	to	mention	that	the	modes	of	employment	and	the	risk	of	
dropping	out	were	not	significantly	related	amongst	students	with	mothers	who	worked.	Given	
that	a	student’s	circumstances	at	15	years	of	age	and	their	father’s	occupations	had	no	significant	
effect	in	Model	7,	a	mother’s	educational	years	and	modes	of	employment	showed	the	important	
role	a	mother	had	in	childcare	and	support	for	school	life	compared	with	the	effect	of	class	origin	
focused	on	bearing	cost	of	higher	education.
	 The	third	point	relates	to	educational	aspirations.	 In	Model	5,	 the	 influence	of	educational	
aspirations	for	less	than	four	years	of	college	disappeared,	which	was	explained	by	class	origin.	
However,	when	no	aspirations	were	formed,	the	effect	was	significant	in	Model	7.	Those	who	did	
not	make	future	decisions	were	1.6	times	more	likely	to	drop	out	than	people	who	aspired	to	go	
to	college	or	graduate	school.
	 Another	striking	point	 is	 that	vocational	school	students	are	more	 likely	 to	drop	out	 than	
others.	In	Model	7,	the	absolute	value	of	the	regression	coefficient	of	the	vocational	school	dummy	
was	the	 largest.	Compared	to	college	students,	vocational	school	students’	risk	of	dropping	out	
was	three	times	higher.	After	controlling	the	other	 factors,	 the	effects	of	 the	environment	and	
the	vocational	school	system	remained.	On	the	other	hand,	factors	that	were	not	included	in	this	
analysis	might	influence	the	ease	with	which	vocational	school	students	drop	out.
	 When	comparing	the	relative	 fit	of	models	using	the	Akaike	 Information	Criterion	 (AIC),	
Model	7	(the	full	model)	was	best.	It	was	expected	that	the	effect	of	external	factors	was	largest	
on	the	risk	of	dropping	out,	considering	that	 the	regression	coefficient	of	 the	vocational	school	
dummy	was	the	biggest	 in	Model	7,	and	when	compared	to	Model	3	 (only	acquisition	 factors),	
Model	4	(only	innate	factors),	and	Model	6	(outside	circumstances),	the	AIC	of	Model	6	was	the	
smallest,.	Conversely,	when	factors	concerning	mothers	were	inserted,	the	AIC	decreased	greatly	
from	Model	2	to	Model	3.	It	is	shown	that	the	AIC	of	Model	3	(only	innate	factors)	is	less	than	
that	of	Model	5	 (individual	 factors),	and	the	absolute	value	of	 the	regression	coefficient	of	 the	
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housewife	dummy	was	the	 largest	 in	Model	5,	 the	 factors	relating	to	mothers	were	 important	
compared	to	external	factors.
	 Table	3	presents	 the	results	of	 the	 logistic	regression	 for	 the	 two	birth	cohort	groups	of	
1935–1972	and	1973–1986.	In	this	analysis,	to	ascertain	the	difference	of	each	factor’s	effect,	only	
Model	7	was	used.
	 The	first	point	to	note	 is	 the	effect	of	 the	male	dummy.	When	the	sample	was	divided	by	
cohort,	the	male	dummy	that	previously	had	a	significant	effect	did	not	affect	the	recent	cohort.	
From	this,	it	is	possible	that	the	effect	in	the	analysis	of	the	whole	sample	was	influenced	by	the	
old	cohort.	Thus,	gender	difference	currently	does	not	affect	the	probability	of	dropping	out.
	 The	 next	 point	 is	 the	 effect	 of	 parents’	 educational	 years	 and	 a	mother’s	 types	 of	
employment.	In	the	older	cohort,	the	higher	the	mother’s	educational	years,	the	more	likely	the	
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dropout	 rate	was	reduced.	 In	 the	recent	cohort,	however,	 the	relation	was	no	 longer	 found.	
Instead,	 the	 father’s	 educational	 years	had	 a	 significant	 effect,	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 father’s	
educational	years	influenced	the	ease	of	dropping	out.	When	the	father’s	educational	years	were	
increased	by	one	year,	the	probability	of	dropping	out	increased	1.1	times.	Regarding	a	mother’s	
modes	of	employment,	in	the	older	cohort,	there	was	no	significant	difference	of	the	dropout	risk	
between	students	with	mothers	who	were	housewives	and	those	with	mothers	who	worked.	Yet,	
there	was	a	 significant	difference	 in	 the	recent	cohort,	 as	 students	with	mothers	who	were	
employed	full-time	had	the	highest	dropout	risk.
	 The	third	point	is	the	effect	of	educational	aspirations.	In	the	older	cohort,	the	effect	of	the	
dummy	indicated	that	unformed	aspirations	were	significant	at	the	10	percent	level.	In	contrast,	
in	the	recent	cohort,	significant	effect	was	not	observed.	Instead,	the	student’s	academic	record	at	
15	years	of	age	had	a	significant	effect	at	the	10	percent	level.	If	it	increased	by	one	point,	then	
the	probability	of	dropping	out	would	decrease	by	about	1.3	 times.	This	may	be	connected	to	
specific	university	because	the	variability	of	quality	or	substance	of	higher	education	influences	
whether	students	graduate.	On	the	other	hand,	aspirations	could	be	determined	by	the	student’s	
academic	record.
	 Finally,	 the	 largest	absolute	value	of	 the	 regression	coefficients	 (B)	 in	 two	models	was	
confirmed.	In	the	older	cohort,	the	largest	value	was	for	“commercial	science,	domestic	science,	
art,”	and	in	the	recent	cohort,	the	prevalent	value	was	for	the	vocational	school	dummy.	In	both	
cohorts,	the	effects	of	outside	circumstances	were	larger	than	those	of	individual	innate	factors	or	
acquisition	factors	at	15	years	of	age.
DISCUSSION
	 In	 this	study,	 the	 factors	 that	affected	dropout	decisions	were	verified	 through	using	an	
individual-level	 dataset.	The	 results	 of	 logistic	 regression	 showed	 that	 external	 factors,	
specifically,	 the	effects	of	attending	vocational	school,	had	the	most	predominant	 influence	on	
dropping	out.	Despite	this,	when	the	achieved	factors	were	controlled,	mother’s	years	of	schooling	
and	employment	status	yielded	considerable	results.	This	suggests	the	possibility	that	the	risk	of	
dropout	depends	on	an	ascribed	factor.
	 Thus,	more	 time	was	devoted	 to	 check	 each	hypothesis.	First,	 ascribed	 factors	were	
considered.	With	regard	to	gender,	 this	study	did	not	support	the	hypothesis	that	the	effect	of	
gender	disappears	when	school	type	is	controlled;	yet	did	support	the	hypothesis	that	the	effect	
of	gender	disappears	when	the	sample	was	split	 into	cohorts.	Furthermore,	 the	effect	of	class	
origin	was	supported	partially,	 that	 is,	 the	 fact	of	whether	 it	was	possible	to	commit	to	higher	
education	was	influenced	by	different	educational	backgrounds.	However,	the	meaning	of	dropout	
年報01三輪・下瀬川氏1C-初[3-20].indd   13 2015/02/25   21:48:56
―　　―14
Dropout	from	Higher	Education	and	Social	Stratification	in	Japan
might	change	depending	on	the	effect	of	the	father’s	or	mother’s	educational	years.	Additionally,	
social	class	differences	regarding	the	financial	risk	of	dropping	out	were	found	only	in	the	“junior	
college,	technical	college”	category.	Moreover,	the	meaning	of	dropout	was	deemed	to	be	positive	
in	order	to	obtain	the	chance	of	a	more	desirable	higher	education,	and	thus,	this	hypothesis	was	
not	 supported.	Regarding	 the	 effect	 of	mother’s	 types	 of	 employment,	 the	 results	 almost	
supported	the	hypothesis.	A	difference	 in	the	risk	of	dropout	was	found	between	mothers	who	
were	full-time	employees	and	those	who	were	not,	rather	than	between	working	and	nonworking	
mothers.	The	results	showed	the	data	of	mothers	who	were	unable	to	support	children’s	school	
lives	because	of	job	burden.
	 With	regard	to	the	achieved	factors,	the	results	differed	from	the	hypothesis	due	to	the	fact	
that	a	 student’s	 academic	 record	at	15	years	of	age	affected	dropping	out	while	educational	
aspirations	did	not.	This	is	because	the	effect	of	a	student’s	record	at	15	years	of	age	existed	only	
when	the	school	type	was	controlled.	In	other	words,	the	record	determines	aspirations,	and	the	
school	type	depends	on	aspirations.	Therefore,	the	hypothesis	may	be	roughly	supported,	and	it	is	
notable	that	academic	records	directly	determines	the	risk	of	dropping	out.
	 In	relation	 to	external	 factors,	 the	effect	of	 school	 type	was	not	supported,	and	only	 the	
vocational	school	had	a	significantly	high	risk	of	dropout.	From	this,	 it	 is	considered	that	there	
might	be	a	mechanism	 that	was	not	 explained	as	 a	 circumstantial	 factor,	 such	as	 scale	 or	
diversity.	In	addition,	attention	should	be	paid	to	the	mechanism	of	dropping	out	being	changed	
by	the	interaction	of	circumstantial	factors	and	individual	factors,	as	the	variables	that	have	an	
effect	on	each	school	differ.	A	direct	correlation	to	birth	cohort	was	not	found.	That	is,	if	students	
experienced	the	same	conditions,	 the	risk	of	dropout	did	not	depend	on	the	birth	cohort.	This	
differs	 from	the	hypothesis.	On	the	other	hand,	 the	variables	 that	had	an	effect	were	different	
between	cohorts	and	the	condition	that	increased	the	risk	of	dropout	also	varied	between	cohorts.
	 As	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	currently	in	Japan,	the	effect	of	social	stratification	cannot	
be	ignored	in	studies	of	educational	achievement.	However,	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	dropout,	
it	is	said	that	social	stratification	has	no	significant	effect	or	the	effect	cannot	be	validated.
	 In	 this	study,	determinants	used	by	national	 survey	datasets	were	scrutinized	under	 the	
hypothesis	that	the	origin	of	social	stratification	affects	the	student	decision	on	whether	to	drop	
out	or	not.	The	results	of	this	study	sufficiently	prove	this	conclusion,	and	this	is	the	first	study	in	
Japan	to	verify	these	results.
	 Given	that	circumstances	at	15	years	of	age	and	occupations	of	respondents’	fathers	did	not	
yield	significant	effects,	it	seemed	there	was	no	difference	in	the	risk	of	dropping	out	caused	by	
financial	aspects	and	socioeconomic	status.	Although	 this	 issue	 is	not	 that	 simple,	as	 factors	
affected	by	social	stratification,	such	as	academic	records	or	educational	aspirations	at	15	years	of	
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age,	contribute	to	the	dropping	out.	The	results	suggest	the	possibility	that	socioeconomic	status	
affects	which	institutions	students	enter	and	determines	whether	they	are	able	to	graduate.
	 Primarily,	the	risk	of	dropping	out	certainly	differs	by	parents’	years	of	schooling.	In	other	
words,	 risk	differences	are	determined	by	differences	 in	 the	affinity	 toward	higher	education	
received	 in	students’	childhoods,	such	as	the	 importance	of	higher	education	or	aspirations	 for	
academic	careers.	Moreover,	the	effect	of	the	mother’s	years	of	schooling	on	children’s	educational	
gap	is	represented	by	Kikkawa	(2009);	the	gap	is	more	serious	than	that	from	a	financial	aspect.
	 These	results	showed	sufficient	evidence	of	the	influence	of	social	stratification	on	dropout.	
Specifically,	 this	 study	 illustrated	 the	existence	of	cultural	differences	 in	receiving	education	
regarding	social	 stratification	and	 the	possibility	 that	cultural	 reproduction	can	explain	more	
about	 the	educational	gap	 in	Japan	 than	Furuta	 (2011)	mentioned.	The	rational	 choice	model	
explains	why	the	educational	gap	continues	to	exist	in	Japan,	even	after	World	War	II,	because	
cultural	reproduction	or	descriptions	of	conflict	among	social	groups	do	not	represent	an	actuality.
	 In	 the	 research	area	of	educational	 attainment,	 there	 is	an	assumption	 that	people	who	
graduate	 from	 institutions	of	higher	education	are	completely	 the	same	as	those	who	entered.	
Therefore,	 the	 fact	 is	 ignored	 that	 not	 all	 freshmen	 can	 achieve	 the	 goal	 of	 graduation.	
Nevertheless,	 the	gap	 is	more	serious	 than	actually	 thought	because	 there	 is	a	difference	of	
possibility	as	to	whether	one	can	graduate,	even	 if	all	students	equally	enter	the	 institution	of	
higher	education.	Strictly	speaking,	 there	 is	a	 two-phase	gap	 in	educational	achievement:	first,	
whether	one	can	enter	the	 institution	and	second,	whether	one	can	graduate.	Fortunately,	 the	
results	also	show	that	 the	environmental	 factor	was	 the	most	 influential.	This	 suggests	 that	
controlling	the	environment	can	correct	the	risk	of	dropping	out.
	 When	 the	 analysis	was	 conducted	using	 separate	 cohorts,	 the	 effect	 of	 the	mother’s	
educational	years	disappeared	while	the	father’s	educational	years	had	a	significant	effect	on	the	
risk	of	dropping	out,	which	suggests	a	changed	meaning	of	dropout.	More	specifically,	the	results	
were	due	 to	 the	acceptance	of	 “positive	dropout”	by	 fathers	of	higher	educated	students.	 In	
addition,	Herzog	(2005)	showed	that	middle	class	students	had	a	tendency	to	move	prominently	
into	different	higher	schools	and	that	this	trend	may	expand.	Furthermore,	there	was	a	difference	
of	 risk	of	dropping	out	among	students	with	mothers	who	were	housewives	and	 those	who	
worked.	From	this,	an	increased	burden	on	mothers	with	children	was	present	due	to	women’s	
social	advancement.	In	addition,	it	was	remarkable	that	when	the	effect	of	educational	aspirations	
was	removed,	the	effect	of	academic	records	at	15	years	of	age	had	a	direct	impact	on	dropout	
risk.	From	this,	the	unformed	aspiration	might	be	the	“wish	to	go	to	college	or	graduate	school.”	
In	other	words,	aspirations	were	determined	automatically	only	by	student’s	academic	records.	
Thus,	the	direct	effect	of	academic	record	at	15	years	of	age	was	observed	only	when	school	type	
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was	controlled	because	the	risk	of	dropout	 is	different	by	school	 type,	which	 is	determined	by	
aspiration.
	 The	 following	 is	suggested	to	prevent	students	 from	dropping	out	of	higher	education	 in	
Japan.	The	results	show	that	the	risk	of	dropout	is	raised	if	students	do	not	have	any	aspirations.	
If	 students	decide	 to	attend	school	based	only	on	 their	academic	records,	 it	 is	more	 likely	 to	
become	a	case	of	unwilling	entrance.	Hence,	 to	avoid	dropping	out,	 it	 is	 important	 to	carefully	
examine	aspects	that	cannot	be	estimated	from	the	rank	of	the	school.	Examples	of	such	aspects	
include	whether	students	are	willing	 to	attend	school	environments,	whether	 the	system	has	
sufficient	types	of	programs	and	course	to	match	the	students’	needs,	and	whether	the	school	
traditions	are	suitable	for	making	friends.
	 After	students	enter	the	school,	it	is	important	for	them	to	make	friends	through	attending	
lectures,	 or	club	activities	because	 they	will	help	each	other,	 as	 friends	assist	one	other	by	
attending	and	committing	to	the	school.
	 Aspirations	at	15	years	of	age	influence	the	decisions	of	those	who	drop	out.	Thus,	children	
should	be	allowed	to	consider	what	they	want	to	be	and	what	they	need	to	do	to	make	their	
aspirations	a	reality.	It	is	necessary	for	children	to	make	several	plans,	and	parents	should	assist	
in	helping	their	children	make	the	best	choice,	as	this	will	enhance	their	children’s	aspirations	for	
higher	education	in	such	a	way	could	reduce	the	risk	of	dropping	out.
	 Students	with	mothers	who	work	full-time	are	at	a	high	risk	of	dropping	out,	as	the	results	
revealed	 that	 full-time	working	mothers	are	extremely	busy	due	 to	dual	housekeeping	and	
workloads.	Hence,	 to	circumvent	children	dropping	out,	 it	 is	 important	 for	both	mothers	and	
fathers	to	complete	housework	and	to	raise	children	equally.	 In	addition,	 the	results	that	show	
the	significance	of	the	mother’s	education	suggesting	that	mothers,	not	fathers,	play	an	important	
role	raising	children.	However,	it	is	clear	that	fathers	need	to	cooperate	with	mothers	to	nurture	
children	starting	when	they	are	infants.	In	addition,	fathers	should	be	able	to	communicate	with	
their	children	at	any	time	to	support	them	mentally.
	 In	order	to	decrease	the	number	of	students	who	drop	out,	 it	 is	necessary	to	take	care	of	
various	 students’	needs	by	cooperating	with	 institutions	 inside	and	outside	of	 schools.	 It	 is	
certainly	necessary	 to	reduce	 the	number	of	 students	who	enter	school	unwillingly,	and	 it	 is	
crucial	 to	cooperate	with	other	 faculties	or	nearby	 institutions	and	to	keep	students	 informed	
about	 their	options.	 In	addition,	 increasing	 the	numbers	of	 students	who	attend	 lectures,	and	
encouraging	student	participation	 in	club	activities	 in	 their	first	year	are	effective	methods	to	
promote	making	friends.	Therefore,	 the	most	sufficient	way	to	prevent	students	 from	dropping	
out	 involves	an	 indirect	approach,	such	as	valuing	their	will	and	promoting	relations	between	
students,	rather	than	a	direct	approach,	such	as	forcing	students	to	attend	class.
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	 The	most	recent	analysis	of	dropping	out	in	Japan	using	national	survey	data	is	Maruyama’s	
study	(1984);	which	used	data	that	has	not	existed	for	almost	a	quarter	of	a	century;	thus,	one	of	
the	most	important	contributions	of	this	study	is	its	selection	of	a	neglected	subject.	The	first	of	
the	remaining	problems	is	to	accomplish	established	theory	by	accumulating	such	studies.
	 This	analysis	used	features	of	individuals	as	independent	variables;	however,	this	dataset	did	
not	measure	 subjective	 factors,	 such	as	 commitment,	which	 is	 considered	one	of	 the	most	
important	determinants	of	dropping	out.	As	such,	this	study	is	limited	by	the	lack	of	consideration	
of	such	factors.	In	addition,	the	analysis	needs	to	take	into	account	a	longitudinal	process	(Chen	
and	DesJardins	2006);	for	instance,	considering	the	event	and	the	stage	at	which	the	event	occurs,	
or	distinguishing	stopout	 from	dropout.	Nevertheless,	 the	methodological	 limits	of	 the	available	
datasets	are	not	suitable	 for	explaining	 the	 low	 interest	 in	dropout	 from	higher	education	 in	
Japan	and	the	lack	of	studies	conducted	on	this	topic.
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